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Since the beginning of the year, both the Colombian government and rebel organizations grouped
in the umbrella Coordinadora Nacional Guerrillera Simon Bolivar (CNG) have taken steps toward
working out a lasting peace. Despite the progress, however, violence continues, distrust and mutual
accusations are still running high, and no dates have been set for even preliminary talks to begin.
Since his inauguration last June, President Ernesto Samper has made the renewal of peace talks
with the guerrillas a priority of his administration. To entice the guerrillas to the negotiating table,
Samper initiated several anti-poverty programs and increased the budget for education, health and
public housing long-time guerrilla demands (see NotiSur, 03/02/95).
Samper also created the office of peace commissioner, and named Carlos Holmes Trujillo to the
post. The last serious talks with guerrilla groups took place during the administration of former
president Cesar Gaviria, but broke off in 1992. Between 1990 and 1993, approximately 5,000 guerrillas
put down their arms, including members of the Movimiento 19 de Abril and the Ejercito Popular
de Liberacion (EPL). The Samper administration's approach to peace talks is fundamentally
different from the Gaviria administration. Previous negotiations, for example, concentrated on
reaching global accords in which the guerrillas would agree to a cease- fire, lay down their arms, and
reincorporate into civilian life.
In contrast, the Samper administration is seeking a gradual approach to peace, whereby negotiations
would focus on a steady "reduction in hostilities" rather than a total cease- fire. In his New
Year's message, Samper said, "In 1995 we are going to see that peace stops being a dream and
becomes a challenge, and hopefully very soon a reality." Just a few days later, on Jan. 4, the Samper
administration agreed to hold direct talks with representatives of the guerrilla organizations
grouped in the CNG to prepare for formal negotiations. The CNG includes the Fuerzas Armadas
Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC), with approximately 10,000 combatants; the Ejercito de
Liberacion Nacional (ELN); and a faction of the disbanded (EPL. The latter two organizations have
a total of about 4,500 members between them. Also in early January, Holmes said the time was
"propitious" for working toward peace negotiations. He added that preliminary talks would analyze
"the details needed to prepare for eventual negotiations with the insurrectionary groups."
Nevertheless, many obstacles remain. Differences include where talks will be held, who will
participate, and whether each side is acting in good faith. The government cites as examples of
bad faith such ongoing guerrilla military actions as kidnappings, attacks on oil pipelines and other
infrastructure, recent attacks on military helicopters, and cooperation with drug traffickers to down
crop-dusting planes used to eradicate poppy and coca fields. For their part, the largest guerrilla
group, the FARC, released a message in early January that accused the army of talking peace
but preparing for war. "The decision of the Samper government to increase military spending,
professionalize more soldiers, and create new paramilitary groups, is not exactly evidence of
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an official will for peace," the FARC statement read. The FARC also criticized the government's
neoliberal economic policies. "The aggressive neoliberal recipe continues to advance implacably
while the percentage of poor grows...and the bank accounts of the oligarchy grow fat." Both sides
also accuse each other of human rights violations. The government called on the guerrillas to
observe the UN's Geneva Protocol II, calling special attention to the rebels' use of minors in fighting.
The Geneva Protocol II, designed to "humanize" war, was approved in December by the Samper
administration.
On Jan. 25, both the Constitutional Court and Defense Minister Fernando Botero repeated the
government's call to the guerrillas to stop recruiting minors under 15 years of age and to stop
planting anti-personnel mines that endanger civilians, saying such practices violated the protocol.
For their part, the guerrillas accused the government of setting up vigilance groups in rural areas,
which they say are a reincarnation of paramilitary death squads and also violate Protocol II by
involving civilians in the struggle. Stressing their commitment to peace, on Feb. 6, the EPL's
Francisco Caraballo, who has been in a Medellin jail since mid-1994, sent a statement to the Peace
Commissioner committing his forces to observe human rights and repeating his support for
negotiations to end the 40-year war. However, talk about "humanizing" the conflict rings hollow in a
country where 10 people a day die from political violence, according to human rights organizations.
A report released Feb. 15 by a UN team investigating human rights abuses portrayed Colombia
as a "land of murder and torture where the military kill civilians at will." Although abuses are
committed by the military, paramilitary forces, and the guerrillas, the report attributed the greatest
responsibility for the abuses to government security forces. Despite the mutual accusations,
progress on peace talks has inched forward. On Jan. 19, the head of the ELN, Manuel Perez, said his
organization is committed to finding a peaceful solution to the decades-old conflict. He said the ELN
was still in an "exploratory phase" regarding negotiations, and rejected the government's call for
secrecy during the process, saying, "the atmosphere leading up to talks should be discussed by all
political and social organizations in the country."
The location for future talks has been a major sticking point in moving the dialogue forward. On
Jan. 24 and again on Feb. 12, the FARC repeated their desire that preliminary talks be held in a
demilitarized and neutral area within Colombia. The communique from the FARC also demanded
that the government withdraw the arrest orders against guerrilla leaders during the preliminary
talks, as well as the reward posters for informants. The government originally balked, but on Feb. 13
Holmes agreed to the guerrilla demand for talks inside Colombia, offering to hold talks in the south
of the country, and to provide a helicopter and radios for guerrilla leaders. Then, on Jan. 21, Holmes
sent a letter to the FARC suggesting an area in the municipality of La Uribe in Meta department. He
also listed five points he considered vital to initiating the talks, including setting the guarantees for
the negotiators and the rules governing information flow, establishing the mechanics, procedures,
and timetable, and setting a work agenda.
However, on Feb. 16 the FARC rejected most of Holmes's proposals, and said it was not ready to
set up direct radio communications. The FARC also accused the military of increasing their troop
strength in the La Uribe area after suggesting it as a talk site and plastering the area with wanted
posters offering large monetary rewards for information leading to the capture of FARC leaders.
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The FARC says such actions demonstrate that the real intention of the government is to eliminate
the FARC leadership. If and when talks do begin, it is unclear whether all bodies within the CNG
will participate or only the FARC. A major obstacle for the ELN and EPL is their insistence that
their jailed leaders Francisco Galan y Francisco Caraballo represent them at the talks, a condition
the government has categorically rejected. In addition, on Feb. 17, the government complicated
the situation further when it stipulated that not only jailed leaders, but those with arrest warrants
issued against them, cannot participate in the negotiations. That would not only eliminate Galan and
Caraballo, but the entire leadership of the FARC and the ELN's top leader Perez.
While the government has not demanded a cease-fire as a pre-condition of talks, it has called for
a reduction of hostilities. Therefore, recent guerrilla attacks could jeopardize the slight progress
that has been made. In addition to downing several military helicopters and crop- dusting planes
since the first of the year, in early February the guerrillas attacked a Venezuelan border post, killing
six Venezuelan soldiers. "The guerrillas should understand that acts of violence such as the attack
on the Venezuela post jeopardize the possibilities for peaceful existence, and place them on the
road of collective rejection and intransigence," said President Samper. (Sources: Notimex, 02/06/95;
Agence France- Presse, 12/29/94, 12/30/94, 01/13/95, 01/24/95, 01/26/95, 02/12/95, 02/14/95, 02/19/95,
02/21/95; Inter Press Service, 12/30/94, 01/04/95, 01/19/95, 02/15/95, 02/22/95; Reuter, 01/02/95,
01/04/95, 02/11/95, 02/27/95; Spanish news service EFE, 01/25/95, 02/20/95, 02/27/95; United Press
International, 02/27/95)
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